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Abstract
We need to understand the reason we exist and what should drive any model of youth
ministry we choose. The purpose of our lives is not to succumb to a middle-class materialistic
faith that only works during the early years but to embrace Jesus first in everything we know.
We need to detach ourselves from a consumer-driven faith and explore, with renewed passion,
the Gospel – Jesus Himself. The foundation of our movement and core of our theology, as the
apostle Paul so clearly shares in Galatians 6:14, is in Jesus reclaiming this whole planet one
life at a time. “The One” project is youth ministry that will change us personally, affect our local
community and claim this planet in the name of Jesus. It is the hope of His soon return and
the celebration that Jesus is why we exist, that Jesus is why we will change and that Jesus is
the answer.

Almost Christian
The National Study of Youth and Religion
(NSYR), as analyzed by Kenda Creasy Dean
(2010) in her latest work Almost Christian,
shares a silent reality already experienced in
Europe and now being accepted in North
America. There was a time when one was
either a child or an adult. However, following
World War II there emerged a generation in
the middle called teenagers. An adolescent
group of 13-16-year-olds with money and
free time that has moved into the 21st
Century. Twenty-one is the new 16 (Dean,
2010). Youth professionals have started to
adopt the term “young adult” as a title to
handle this phenomenon. Society has
adopted business market trends to extend the
adolescent years instead of going against the
grain and encouraging maturity. Twenty-five-

year-olds who handle million dollar mutual
funds during the workweek are not yet seen
as adults in their church with maturity and
wisdom to lead, but instead are qualified as
“young” adults. We are facing a steady
conservative loss rate of 50% of this
generation, not grasping that the less
connected they are with a church, the less
likely they will stay with their faith community.
Add to the formula an inactive faith
expression laced with the lack of authentic joy
in the lives of many adults and the results are
all around us. The hard truth is that we have
passed onto teens “a well-intentioned but
ultimately banal version of Christianity”
(Dean, 2010, p.15). In Europe, we have to
go back to the core of Jesus and realize that
the legacy from at least two previous
generations has not been passed on.
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Secularism has taken root and the power and
presence of Jesus is missing. We have a
generation who are almost Christian but lack
vitality in their faith.

Coin, Sheep and Son
Ten years ago, the late Jim Cress, who
was then the General Conference Ministerial
Director, visited a church I was pastoring and
shared a message that helped to focus my
personal approach to youth ministry. His
insightful understanding of Luke 15 gave me
the framework and clarity to shape my
practice, revolving around three stories that
Jesus told: that of the lost coin, the lost sheep
and the lost son. These three stories represent
three broad groups that are leaving out the
back door of the church.
The story of the lady who lost her coin
represents those who stay but are
disconnected. They attend every week, but are
comfortable texting during services. For all
intents they look like they are engaged, but in
reality they are lost inside the church. They
have formal religion, but no heart. They have
embraced intuitional customs with no
movement and passion. The apathy level is
high and the routine is mundane. They are
bored and disengaged.
The story of the lost sheep represents
those who simply wander away. They miss a
couple of Sabbath Schools, they skip the
occasional youth program, and they accept
appointments that take them away from
moments of connection. They know Jesus
exists, but one day simply forget to listen to
His voice and wander away, just like the
sheep did.
The story of the lost son represents those
who have chosen to leave. They have
weighed their options and made a choice to
leave, to step away in an act of defiance and
rejection.
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Those who remain, those who wander,
and those leave are all disconnected from
Jesus by some shape or form. And honestly,
these characteristics are representative of
more than just the millennial generation—they
can be applied to all people.

At Our Core
I was stuck clearing customs at Dulles
International Airport in Washington DC and
had the privilege of talking for two hours with
one of Mercedes-Benz’ chief engineers while
he was on a world tour for quality control. We
discussed the collapse of Mercedes-Benz
during the 80s and 90s and their recent return
to build the quality they used to be famous for
in the 60s and 70s. The most interesting turn
in our conversation was that Mercedes-Benz
is proud to have one engine for all their cars.
This honestly stumped me until it was
qualified with a sub thought that the one
engine has four hundred plus variations. Fuel
quality is different in every country; weather
variations and salt levels in the atmosphere
affect structure, and government performance
requirements shape the outcome. The key is
that they all have the same starting point–the
one ideal engine, a strong start.
Within the Seventh-day Adventist Church
youth ministry is often seen as synonymous
with Pathfinders. That however is not our one
engine . . . that is simply one variation,
especially when one sees the global factors
that shape our application due to culture,
resources and needs. At our core we have one
engine. We have one reason we exist and that
should shape all of our models.
Simon Sinek (2009), in his delightful
work Start with Why, explains what he calls
the golden compass. Three concentric circles,
which start with “why” in the center circle,
“how” in the second circle and “what” in the
final outer circle. He suggests that businesses
that successfully following the law of diffusion
and thus gain the early and late majority
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market share answer the question “why” first.
Those that have focused on “what” they
produce have invariably had a weaker market
presence.
Taking Sinek’s theory into scripture and
laying it over a fundamental text like John
3:16 (ESV) provides us with this perspective.

Why – For God so loved the world
How – that He gave His only Son, that
whoever believes in Him
What – should not perish but have eternal
life
What does that one engine look like?
What is our “why” and ultimate purpose of
youth ministry?

For the One
Looking again at Luke 15, we see that it
also offers some very practical solutions to
work with these three broad groups. For
instance, the shepherd would never have
noticed one of his sheep was missing unless
he counted. In youth ministry we should have
accurate records of all our youth. We, as a
community, need to know when anyone is
absent and find out why immediately. But
more interesting than all the tips embedded
within this passage is the fact that they are all
focused on “one.” That is, for the one person
who is almost Christian and for the One Jesus
Christ. The character of Jesus is the reflection
of God. The entire Great Controversy is about
vindicating and lifting up God who believes in
the freedom of choice –love.
Ellen White (1898), in the opening
chapter of her manifesto piece, Desire of
Ages, writes that God is with us through
Jesus. Through her study of scripture and
personal connection she encountered Jesus.
She expressed that “Christ was treated as we
deserve, that we might be treated as He
deserves. He was condemned for our sins, in
which He had no share that we might be

justified by His righteousness, in which we
had no share. He suffered the death which
was ours, that we might receive the life which
was His. ‘With His stripes we are healed’.”
(White, 1898, p. 25). Yet that image of God
through Jesus is not as beautiful as it should
be. The One we follow has been tainted by us.
Michael Frost & Alan Hirsch (2009), in
ReJesus: A Wild Messiah for a Missional
Church, draw our attention to Jesus the One!
They argue that for far too long Christianity
has portrayed a Jesus alongside KKK, or
“Tsar Nicholas II, who oversaw the vicious
Bloody Sunday massacre” (p. 4); that the
Jesus of old is missing from our lives and
that what in fact our church needs is not
reformation but refounding, a connection with
the founder Jesus Himself (Frost & Hirsch,
2009). For too long now our faith has simply
become a “moralistic therapeutic deism”
(Dean, 2010, p.29). Frost and Hirsch shared
a quip from an archbishop who said,
“Everywhere Jesus went there was a riot.
Everywhere I go they make me cups of tea
(Frost and Hirsch, 2009, p. 21).” At some
point we have to recognize that Jesus has a
personal, local and global effect on us that is
positively and radically against sin.

Options
Granted we might all agree that
Christianity has suffered a poor marketing
campaign and that as a result, youth ministry
in particular faces an uphill struggle with
inquisitive critical minds. Is there hope for a
generation that is overloaded with information
and nuances in truth, who do not trust
anyone, are cynical towards any attempt of
sincerity, and have not grasped the history of
this planet through Jesus? What can we do?
In July 2010, five simple Jesus followers
(Alex Bryan, Japhet De Oliveira, Sam Leonor,
Tim Gillespie and Terry Swenson) got together
in room 602 at the Holiday Inn in Denver. We
came together for fellowship and prayer. We
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had planned this gathering for over a year
and eventually found the time when all our
calendars lined up. After two days of prayer,
fasting, communion and reflection we looked
across the room at each other and
acknowledged again that Jesus was number
one.
It sounds incredibly simple, but it was our
“ah-ha” moment. We spoke in truth and
freedom that Jesus should be number one in
everything we do. We remembered the energy
that started the Seventh-day Adventist Church
was a deep desire to see Jesus return. Our
movement was led by youth and adults, and
like the 12 disciples, burned with a passion to
know Jesus and make Him known.
We realized as Gabe Lyons (2010) in his
new work The Next Christians challenged, that
we have “to recover the Gospel, to relearn and
fall in love again with that historic, beautiful,
redemptive, faithful, demanding, reconciling,
all-powerful, restorative, atoning, graveabounding, soul-quenching, spiritually
fulfilling good news of God’s love” (p.192),
as expressed in Jesus.
Our church began as a movement with
Jesus as its number one focus. In fact, our
denominational name, which just passed its
150th anniversary on October 1, 2010, is
about the blessed hope in Jesus returning.
What if we gathered together leaders from
all over the world to celebrate the supremacy
of Jesus in the Seventh-day Adventist Church?
What if we gathered and focused on what it
would mean for us, on a personal, and then
local, and finally global community? What if
we had honest conversation about our legacy,
heritage and call for our church today? What
if we brought leaders, youth and adults,
young and old, employed and retired, pastors
and members and simply soaked in Jesus
again.
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For too long our focus has been on
ourselves. Edwin H. Friedman (2007) in A
Failure of Nerve suggests that it is not simply
that we fix our methods and all will be well.
Rather, it is about being engaged honestly
and emotionally in the future. Those explorers
who discovered America did so not because
they were the most intelligent or capable or
had the right stars line up to warrant it, but
because they simply were engaged and had
the nerve to be first. They were compelled by
something greater–a passion unlike anything
we have seen.
Making Jesus first in our lives will give us
the nerve to try something different. With the
nerve must come focus, as Erwin McManus
(2008) in Wide Awake recounts in the story
of the disciple Peter walking on water. Peter,
because of his lack of focus, ignored the
visible Jesus, embraced the invisible wind
and nearly drowned. Our option is to know
Jesus and to stay connected with Him daily,
in order to see all we believe and do through
Jesus.
At the end of the day, when I look back on
my life, I want to know that I served well,
played hard, that my boys and wife are proud
of me, and that Jesus inspired my leadership.
Honestly, what more is there? Jesus. All.
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